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The use of forms and formulae in composition has a long history and
sound theoretical support.” So, rather.than repeat arguments fpr the useful—
ness of formulae, this paper will ptssdppoee it and merely demonstrate how
formulae may be derived and applied.“ The principle to be explained is
one of analysis and resynthesis whereby a plece of vriting of the kind
which is to be written by the student is analysed into basic sentence
formulae, whicH, in turn, are used as the patterns- for sentences'in the
student's qun composition. The process is tripartite: first, analysis
and derivation of formulae; second, writing sentences from formulae‘ third,

" writing a composition usins only sentences derivable from the formulae.

. composition classes persuades me that. student participation in all three'

The second and third of these steps are assignmenta for the students: the”
firet may Le the teaeher 8 own preparatory task or may bé a shared task
between teacher and student. Personal experience with freshmen in remedial

parts provides better motivation and actually demonstrates to students

that rrammatical terminology and ysis have some practical point My
own experience is confirmed by that of others whom I have asked to test
the procedure. . S ~

1. AnalyeLg}of lodel Passage .
« .
First, a short passage (of about 250-300 words), which clearly performs
the function for which it was intendcd, is selected. It is helpful if
the provenance of the passage is respectable, or-even prestigious, in the
eyes of the students. Process and artifact’deacriptions from journals
of popular mechanics, automobile maintenance and so on have been successful;

made-up passages should be avoided. ]

"¢ As a sample, here is a passage on solar heat::lng3 which exemplifies
process—description.

]
'

“Air is heated to 24°C in the combined solar cell/solar heeting
panels on the roof in early morning, and this heat is stored chemically
in a eutectic mixture melting near 24°C. At the same time, this heat.is
upgraded by the heat pump and stored, chemically, in a eutectic.mixture
melting at 42°C. Heat is extracted from this source through a heat-exchanger
to heat the house. As the temperature of the heated air rises during a
sunny day, the heat pump is switched off and the air passes directly to the
49° storage. In the aftemoon, as the temperature drops, the heated air is
apain fed into the lov temperature storage. The house is heated from.the
high temlperature storage in rly evening, the heat pump being used to
upgrade the lov~temperature heat only during the later off-peak electricity
periode to charge up the high-temperature storage for the following day.
A day's gtorage of high-temperature heat is provided, auxiliary electric

_ heating being used during continuous cloudy days. The house is connected

to the mains nrid at\off-peak periods, and at other times thereolar-generated
electricity 1ip used to run appliances in the house, the bet;exieg_eupplying
less than a day's storage. The floor area of the house is 149 m*, and the
arsa of ?%e combined solar panels on the roof is 71 m?. In addition, six
flat plate collectors are placed on the south-faeing wall to provide
supplementary heat during winter.' .

Y

& Second eadh senténce is copied on a seperate file-card ready for
‘analysis.




e NP be V~ed.(prep NP) (prep NP) (prep NP) (prep NP)

s

. " Covters . /2

+ Third, eyery finit:e verb structure is identified, for éxample,

by underlining. _Thus, sentence three will look like this on the file ' |
card: : ' .

. 'Heat is extracted from this source through a heat wkchanger to heat

the houge.”

This process will tum up all the ctlauses in the passage. (In the
sample passage, there are sixteen clauses.) .

N L3
. L

of complex and compound gentences marked (e.g. by double underlining).
The identification of genténce-kind and of main clauses 1s important
ag it provides the essential data for basic sentence formulae. In the
sample passage there are five simple sentences, three compound and one
each of the complex and ‘compound-complex kinds; t:hgre are fourteen

-

main clayses and two subordinate clauses.

Fifth, each main clause is amilysed into its principal constituents

along with the structures t!h}ch accompany it;- any grammatical nbtation .

may be used; here, the.nobation is that of standard transformational
gramar.® Thus the third sentence is analysed as follows:

s * ‘ - * ) o ' J
Heat is eit:t(act:ed from this source through a heat:\exchanger

to neat the house.

Analysis: lleat is extracted from tiiis source through a heat-exchanger
R . . ;"..-.,, )

NP be V-ed prdp N prep 4 . P ;;,-g‘,;._, ;

- R ’ ¢ ‘ ¢ )

to heat the house.

v

i
to V' NP C o

/ |

_ Becauge the essential part of any sentence is its éubject:-verb nucleus,

it is from this part that the basic sentence is derived; the other, °
optional, parts of ehch sentence aré bracketed to indicate that they
may be optionally selected; thus the basic sentence formula for sentence
three 1iB: e :

_ NP be V-ed (prep NP) (prep NP) -(to V) (NP) )

N At this point it may be useful to see the sentence-by-gentence
analysis of the whol¢ sample passage:

» P
.

Sentance 1. kConpomdsv two main clauses)

and

L 4

NP be V-ed (advepb) (prep NP) (V-ing prep NP)

4.

Fourth, the kind of each gsentence is identified and the main clauses

-
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Sentence 2. (Simple) . 3 . B '.kf:u:kg

(prep MP) NP be V-ed (prep NP) (and V-ed) (adverb) (Prep NP) “
-t ‘ | (V-:lng) (ptep NP)
.'Sent:ence 3. (Simple) | I

NP be V-ed (prep ¥P) (prep NP) (to V) (NP) A ‘
Sentence 4. (Gompour'id—-co;plex; two main clauses and one subordinate) .

(as NP V: prep NP) ‘HP be V-ed

and - ) .

WPV (adverd) (prep NB) - -

Seqt:ence’S.' (Complzz% two clauses, one main, one -Bli)(’)!."(iinate)’ |
‘

(prep IIP) (as I‘IP V) NP be (adgtb) V-ed (prep NP)
Sentence 6. (Simple) }‘ ' | | ' ‘ )

NP be ‘_.Hid (prep NP) (prep NP)"', ‘(NP ‘being V—ed) | (to V NP)

| . (prep, NP) (to V NP) (prep NP) )
Sentence .7, (Simple) ‘ 8 - ‘- _‘ . | )
g NI; be Y—ed .(NP beingd V-‘edl) (prep NP)
.Sentence 8. | (Compound: two main clauses)
NP be V-ed (éfep NI") (prep NP) .
| .ahd ‘ N

(prep NP)‘ NP be V-ed (.to'-v NP) (NP V-ing NP) . ' ‘ >
Sentence 9. (Compound: two main clauses) \/' 1 N

NP be& AdYective . ‘ .; ) . | ‘

- and
- e . : . ' ¢

HP be Adjective - B - ,
Sent;ace 10 (Simple) R .

preb\ﬁ) NP be V ed (prep NP) (to V NP) (prep NP)

| ' : .~ ¢
2. "ﬁd't"j.\iat;ion 6f'S’eﬁtanc§' Putinulaa R |
- T b '

Y

‘Once uli.agﬁtq’l{céu il\ave- bg%ﬁxﬁlysed, they are sorted into similk/'




L . (as NP V) (prep N}X (prep M)} (adv) (wp
, | ~ ’

main clause structures; in the given passage there age eleven NP be
V-ed'structures, two NP be Adj structures and one NP Y prep NP
structure. Already it is clear that the most frequent\kind is the NP
be V~ed structure, so that will be one of the prime bas¥c sentence

. structures.,

. Next“the optional structures which accompahy t?p most frequent-
main clauae in the passage are listed as follows: (to save space
let the clause IIP be V-ed be represented by X) o

X (preplgP) (prep WP) (p;ep NP) (prep NP)
X (Adv) (prep NP) (V-ing) (prep NP)
(prep NP) X (prep NP) (dnd V-ed). (Adv)' (prep NP) (V-ing)
ot (prep W) |
X (prep NP) (prep NP) (to G‘NPj
(a8 NP V) (prep W) X '

(prep'NP) (ss NP V) X (prep IP)

H

X (ptep-NP) (prep IP) (NP being V-ed) (to
V,NP) (prep NP) (to V ﬁP):(érep NP)
X (NP being V-ed) .(prep IP) |
' X (prep NP) (prep NP)
(prep NP) X (to V NP) (prep NP) (NP V-ing NP)
(prep NP) X (prep-KP) (go V’NP) (prep NP).

Now a formula is written which will express all this information in
brief: where an optional structure is used repegtedly (for example, the
preB‘ﬂP structute in the first clause) it may be expressed as (prep

, Which indichtes. that the structure may be ugsed moxe thdn once; as
far as non-repeated structures are concerned, theyare reduced as
follow8° the optional items next to the constant clause are dealt
with first, those occurring most frequently being first recorded;
thus from the eleven structures above we derive on the first scan the
following: ’

- . -

(prep NP) X.(prep 4P)"

" then the next most frequent at:ruct:ures in thes e nearest positions
are recorded, until all are accounted for:

¢ N

being ) (to V NP)

now, the next nearest structures to X are recOrded and 80 on

6 ..4. ) R
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" uptil every st:ttixctutc has been accounted for once; if a.structure hag
- been accounted for already it is not recorded a second time. The aim

‘ . ~1is to list all the optional structures in an approximate frequency anhd

position order;. a much more accurate formulae, ‘of course, could be
derived by using a primarily -positional description, as 1s done 1ih a

formal ‘transformational description, Lut experience has suggested that

the pethod presented here .is better suited to the operational needs of
" students. Thus the final formula derived from the eleven structures
J,ooks like this: '

(as NP VP) (prep NP)X(prep NP) R(Adv)"?NP being V-ed) (to V NP)(and V-ed)
(V-1ng) (NP V-ing NP)(and)

This formulae now accounts for 80% of the passage's sentences. The
less frequent structures NP be Adj and NP V (prepNP) are next dealt
with. As 4t tumms qut, the NP be Adj structure does not appear uith
any optional structure other than and, and the -single NP V stricture
' appears with an and, an adverb and a prepositional phrase, so these
-are racorded thus: ’
. NP be Adj (and) _ | . —

/\“ﬂ

(and)-NP ¥ Adv) (prep IP)

~So now wé have an analysis of the frequency and kind at;& structure pf'
the sentences in the given passage: :

Kind’ of gentence: Simple Compound Complex, Compound-complex
Number: - ~ 5 3 1 1

Rate’ of use: .50% 304 - 108 10%

Basic Sentence Structures:

1. (80% rate of use)

(as KP VP) (prep NP)WP b V-ed(prep LiP) R(Ad_v) being V-ed) (to V NP)
| ' d) (V-ing) (NP V-ing NP) (and)

2. (LSZ rate of use)

“ N\
NP be Ad{ (and)
3. ‘-'(SZ rate of use) | ' ‘ | )j
| (and)NP V (Adv) (prep NP) (

3. Synthesis from Formulae

*

Once the formulae and thelr rates of use have been derived from
the model text, it is best to have students practice writing single
-sentences from the formulae so that they become familiar with the
process. However, once the process is clear, they can immediately go .
stfaight to writing their own compositions, using only the formulae

7
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. . R .
, .
- - . «A .
B
. .

’

derived at more or less ‘the same rate of use. (In érac;iye, the
function of the composition~-to describe, to narrate and so on--pretty
well takes care of the rate of use, uithout congclous control by the

student.) . - _ o
. N .

Here is a.process description, which uses only the dér;ved forinulae,

. of how a fire is started: the notation is indicated to show the under-
lying formulae: . Y

"Some paper is collected and crumpled loosely in the fireplace.
* ' . x . '

-

NP. be | V-ed and V-ed Adv .prep NP-

Sticks of dry.wbod are épread over the paper, the stigks being v
L. ' ™~ : .
N be V-ed prep JP.  °, NP being

placed to forin a hollow square. Heavier wood is added to the -

V-ed to V NP CONP be V-ed prep
sticks. A match flame is agplied to the crumpled paper a long

W NF' - be V-ed prep NP

- . . . . ~

holder sometimes being qged to'keep one’s hands away from the fire.
NP Adv’ being V-ed to V NP prep NP

‘ The paper burns fiercely aﬁd, as its heat rises to the sficks,

NP v Adv and as NP v prep NP

they are ignited. Th;y burn.slowly and after a few minutes the

NP be | V-ed NP B  Adv and prep NP
heavier wood is ignited. The fire 1sialight;

NP - be V-ad P be Adj

~

Commentary _ ) . A

Although this formulaic method might seem highly restrictive, in > ,
practice there is little appearancé of it; the number of options and
the variety of sentence kinds do akkreat deal to disguise the uniformity
of main clause spructure. Moreover, from an examination of many
passages of different functions, it is clear that there is a very close
correlation between function, .sentence-structure and distribution of
“sentence-kinds, as the following table ahows'n/ptgg'data vere four
passageg of each of three kinds of function--narration, instruction
and destription)

——

8 . . ' x
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' - ' Narrjtion Instruction Description
v : ‘
Kinds of Sentence % T % '
Simple 26 ' 60 50
Compound .26 5 T 30
Complex . 26 21 . 10
Compound-complex . . 22 14 ' 10

Basic Seﬁteﬁce Fornulae and rates of use
Narration: . NP VP (and NP VP) (v-ing)‘ 522 S
" NP VP (vhich NP VP) (and) 487
Lnstruction: (Adv) (vhen NP VP)yv;m?erative (by V-ing NP) (conj NP VP)
| . 602
. FP be V-ed (to V NP) o 15%
:oZId be V-ed (prep V-ing NP) (conjzg; VP)

.’ - -

NP VP (wh%ch NP VP)
Descriptioﬁ:
(as NP VP) (pref NPS NP be V-ed(pte? NP)R(Adv) (NP bLeing V-ed)

\f ' ‘ I - (to V hP)'(and V-ed) (V-ing) .

(NP V-ing NP) (and)

l(.r'-.- . : 5
e
80
: NP be Adj (and) . S .15
(an )NP v (AdV)(prep NP) 5°

Thus, the formulae and proportions of use merely raflect: the style of
each function. Of course,'style is a restriction of options in a pgiven
communication situation and arises from the kind of function being

T expressed. It is natural that a description should have a high rate of
be structures in that it is concerned vwitly'predicating a characteristic
of an objact or proceas.5 It is equally natural that a narration should
have a high proportion o6f sentences in the active voice with semantically
"full' verbs, as it is concerned with activity;.the greater variety

- of gentence structure in narration,arises from a need to change pace,

whereas such variety is not as important in description. The comparative
analysis of different kinds of discourse is, I think, an indication of

>

the varying degree of difficulty in writing that a learner might encounter..

For example, the strain on verb vocabulary is very high in narratiom,
whcreag it is low in descpiption; as varbs form a small proportion of

. L ' 9 e
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the English lexicon and seem to be acquired late, it might be better
to have learning writers tackle descfiption first.0 Yet we tend to
have young students write narrations first. '
. [~ 4 . .
e X Some ol.jections might'be made, that derived formulae will not
generate all descriptive hodes. Indeed they.w1ll not. They are neant
" as, and function as, locally productive formulae, not a universal
theory (such as,a syntactic grammar .might aim at.) They are akin to ° :
recipes and knitting patterns, rather than to a theory of food or ks
clothing. However, a locally productiveé, and instantly usable, formula A“,
is surely what a learner wants, in that it is directly under his control
and will never generate deviant expressions. Vhen we start to learn
a foreign languape, locally productive rules are exactly what we want.
Even in terms of a native speaker's performance capacity in his own
language, lochl rules that never reach the generative capacity of an
ideal 'competence' model dominate that speakexr's use of his language;
in other words, none -of us speaks the whole of his language.
‘ / ' . .

. /In conclusion, I should like to ask anyone who tries this method s
to let me know of sugcess and failure alike. There are many refinements
,that aould be’ made, and there might be parts which should be simplified.

Hy own experience, howvever, has revealed that this method has vorked
well, particularly,with those students, native and non-native speakers
of Engliehbgiéke, vho make up our freshman remedial English classes.
th the ¢ eraﬂion of others who may try this method, it might be
improved and broadened in®ts scope.

Footnotes
1. An argument on the historical, theoretical and pragmafic support
for a formulaic ‘roach is to appear shortly 'in English' Quarterly.

2. In verse writing a formulaic method.has -been advocated and demonetfated
by Brian Powell.
\ * /
, 3.  B. and R. _Vale The Autonomous -House, Thames and Hudson, London
. _ 1975, p. 57. The publisher's permission to reprint this passage

j\\\ . \ is hereby acknowledged with gratitude.

4. In this notation,
| NP = Noun Phrase 2 ‘ ( T
VP = Verb Phrase
TV = verb 0
V-ed = verb past participle
.preﬁ - ?reposition o . _' .

_ Adv‘ . ‘= adverb
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Adj = adjective : . . ﬂ
o ) LR ¢ v N ' . K : " !
» ) 9_9_(_1_ = formula may be repeated to form ‘a_compound sentence . ( A

5. In English, whethet the be is folidved by a V-ed or an adjective .
. is not significant in that agentless V-ed forms are.ambiguously
- verbal and adjectival; consider the door is open (adject*—ve')
-~ versus the door ig close? (adject:ilval or -verbal?) o

. / .

6. The preliminary rasults of a writing assessment programme 'rec'fntly
undertaken in British Columbia scem to confirm that students
find narration more difficult than description and argument.

A . . ‘




